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Abstract. University orientation and transition strategies enjoy limited success,
in part due to poor attendance, but largely due to the inability of these programs
to communicate expectations in a meaningful way. The solution oﬀered here is
an educational game, not as an alternative to orientation, but as a complementary,
self-directed orientation and transition experience. Choose your own Uni Adven‐
ture teaches the language and practices of university and allow players to draw
inferences about university values and expectations in a way that will engender
engagement and motivation. The aim of the project is to create a proof of concept
for the game, the design of which is described here.
Keywords: Transition · Orientation · University · Serious games
1 Introduction
Student attrition costs Australian universities an average of $36million per institution
per year [1] in addition to the personal and ﬁnancial cost to the student. It has been said
that “it is much cheaper to retain a student than recruit a new one” [2] and the key to
retaining students, particularly in the early stages, is to better prepare them for the tran‐
sition into university [3]. In order to better communicate university expectations, the
solution oﬀered here is an educational game, Choose your own (Uni) Adventure, as an
orientation and transition activity.
2 Background
There are a number of university transition games on the market such as The Sims 3:
University Life expansion pack for Sims. Whilst this is a fun university simulation with
some good key messages, the emphasis is on entertainment and learning is superﬁcial.
Campus Quest and its online-study counterpart E-Study Quest are online games that
seek to prepare students for university study. Part of the Curtin AHEAD program,
developed by Curtin University and 2 Educational Games, the game oﬀers sound advice
and tips to commencing students, however, reviews were not encouraging [4]. The
player experience feels didactic and does not engender engagement. It does not demon‐
strate the skills required or the consequences of not completing the quests.
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Choose your own Uni Adventure, on the other hand, will not only ensure the learning
objectives are achieved through rigorous pedagogical quality control, but will also
provide the kind of entertainment and challenge that students seek in a video game.
3 The Game
The game allows players to learn the language, procedures, values and expectations of
university in a format that will engender engagement and motivation. They will also
draw inferences about university values and behaviours through playing the game; these
higher order cognitive skills are readily achieved through simulation games [5]. It is
designed to be oﬀered before orientation, which has been identiﬁed as a key moment
for intervention [6]. An important aspect of game play is that it will prompt students to
make choices about how they conduct their studies and, importantly, they will play out
the consequences of those decisions. They are able to change strategies so that they can
experience multiple outcomes in a low-stakes environment.
Players navigate Sandbox University campus to complete a number of quests. The
player can choose to play or skip these quests, but will experience heightened stress
(indicated by a stress barometer) when they make decisions that are not conducive to
successful study. Too much stress will prompt the player to change their strategy to a
more successful one.
Fig. 1. Illustration of the blackboard puzzle “Learn how to Calculate your Grades”
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The player uses point and click controls to control their avatar’s movement through
the 2D environments and context-sensitive actions to interact with objects. For example,
to complete the ‘Learn how to Calculate your Grades’ quest, the player will need to ﬁnd
some chalk, then ﬁnd the tutorial room and interact with the blackboard, which features
a puzzle that explains how to calculate their grades (see Fig. 1). Calculating grades is
an important skill for making decisions about where to invest time and energy.
Another example of a quest is ‘Create a Study Schedule’ (see Fig. 2). Students
often cannot conceive how their time will be spent at university and tend to over-
commit. In this puzzle activity, the player will be given coloured tiles that repre‐
sent different time commitments – lectures and tutorials, independent study, paid
employment, eating and sleeping, social, family and sporting – and will need to
organise them into a weekly schedule. Too much work will cause the stress indi‐
cator to rise, forcing them to adjust the schedule until it is balanced. As a conse‐
quence, the student learns the skill of creating an effective study schedule whilst
also learning the value of creating a study schedule for emotional wellbeing. This
is far more compelling as a learning activity than merely being told it is advisable
to create a study schedule.
Fig. 2. Illustration of the “Create a Study Schedule” quest on the library computer
In each level, following completion of the quests, the player must go to the library
computer and ‘Start the Semester’. They select four ‘subjects’, each of which contains
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3-4 puzzles that represent assessment items. They will then be oﬀered the opportunity
to plan out submission dates on a timeline at the top of the screen. Without this planning,
game play will become insurmountably chaotic and result in rising stress levels. The
puzzles will be timed and played concurrently, swiping between four diﬀerent screens
that each contain a puzzle. When they are alerted that one of the puzzles is due, they
must submit it, even if it is incomplete, or risk losing marks for lateness and falling
behind on the other puzzles. It is proposed that this will demonstrate the ‘juggling’
required in managing competing assessment deadlines and the importance of planning.
At the end of each level, the player will be able to view their ‘transcript’ that illus‐
trates the subjects they have completed, the ‘grades’ they achieved, a mechanism for
showing them how to calculate their GPA, and the subjects yet to be completed to
achieve graduation.
4 Approach
The design draws on a methodology developed by Prieto de Lope, Medina-Medina,
Paderewski and Gutiérrez-Vela [7]. Development of the proof of concept is separated
into three pre-production and six iterative production phases. The ﬁrst phase of pre-
production involves identifying the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours to be
targeted and then generating scenarios that will allow learners to acquire and use them.
As proposed by Marﬁsi-Schottman, Schaier, George, Tarpin-Bernard, and Prévôt [8],
there will be a pre-evaluation of these learning objectives as a pedagogical quality
control.
The second phase of pre-production will consider the game characteristics, including
gender, avatar control, platform, future users, narrative level, area of application and
interactivity. The third pre-production phase involves design of the story and main
characters – some of whom will provide the player with quests or pieces of in-formation.
The preliminary stages of production will map out the chapters and scenes for the
game story, using ﬂowcharts to illustrate the diﬀerent outcomes caused by diﬀerent
choices or actions. At this stage the characters and environments will be sketched and
backstories created. The design of the dialogue and play challenges will then be mapped
out using the interactive design software, Twine. Educational objectives will be tied to
the action and dialogue choices. At this stage educational objectives will be tested with
a simple pretest-posttest strategy and using self-assessment questionnaires. Feedback
from the testing will be incorporated into the design. A vertical slice prototype will be
produced in addition to two animated play sequences. A Twine interactive user experi‐
ence map will be further developed to give an overall ‘play experience’.
The ﬁnal stage of production will be the evaluation of the content. This will be
achieved through beta-testing and a questionnaire, such as used by Whitton [9]. It is
anticipated that students will report better understanding of university expectations
following the game play.
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5 Conclusion
This is an innovative solution to the orientation, transition and retention problem that
draws on a substantial body of research and makes a signiﬁcant contribution to this ﬁeld
of knowledge. It will also inform research and development of games for similar
purposes. The use of a strong theoretical framework, sound pedagogical principles and
rigorous testing will ensure that the game provides students with a sophisticated under-
standing of what is required to study at university and allow them to plan their studies
accordingly, leading to reduced attrition.
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